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"Perspectives on the St. John Passion and the Jews" 
By MICHAEL MARISSEN 
Among Martin Luther's best-known writings today is his screed "On the Jews 
and Their Lies," from 1543. There Luther suggested sanctions for Jews who would not 
embrace his Christianity: burn their places of worship, destroy their homes, seize their 
erayer books and Talmudic writings, and finally expel them from areas of Europe. 
(Lutheran church bodies have officially repudiated Luther's anti-Jewish writings.) 
Now that Bach's indebtedness to Luther has come to be widely acknow1edged, 
listeners could easily assume that Bach harbored hostility to Jews and, accordingly, that 
his music projects such hostility. Throw in his engagement with the Gospel of John, with 
its continual harping on "the Jews" as inimical to Jesus, his followers and truth in general, 
and one might reasonably wonder whether there is even room for discussion. 
Indeed, the debate surrounding Bach's "St. John Passion" has grown more heated 
in recent years: witness the media frenzy surrounding student objections to performances 
a+ rthmore College in 1995, and the picketing of the concert in which He1muth Rilling 
a. e Oregon Bach Festival last scheduled the work, also in 1995. 
Many music lovers maintain that Bach's librettos can simply be ignored, that his 
vocal music is to be valued for its timeless, purely musical qualities (qualities that do in 
fact largely account for the repertory's wildly successful migration from the church to the 
concert hall). Devotees often go on to insist that Bach himself would have agreed with the 
notion that great music is best heard for its own sake. 
But Bach's job in Leipzig was to be a "musical preacher" for the city's main 
Lutheran churches. Before taking uP. his duties in 1723, he easily passed grueling 
examinations on theology and the Bible, administered by church authorities and the 
theological faculty of the University of Leipzig. It is worth noting in this connection that 
we have an estate list of titles from Bach's large personal library of Bible commentaries 
and sermons; Bach's own copy of the Calov Bible Commentary, with the composer's many 
handwritten entries, also survives. 
So we can be sure that in preparing his musical setting, Bach had a thorough 
knowledge of the Gospel of John and its Lutheran interpretation. His "St. John Passion" 
libretto consists of the Luther Bible's literal translation (from Greek into German) of John 
18-19 in the form of recitatives and choruses, along with extensive commentary in the form 
of interspersed arias and hymns. 
John contains many references to "the Jews," and no attentive reader can fail to 
notice that they are overwhelmingly negative. In this Gospel, the cosmos is engaged in a 
battle. On one side, there are God the Father, Good, Heaven, Li~ht, and Jesus and his 
followers. On the other, Satan, Evil, the World, Darkness and' the Jews" (the usual 
translation for John's "hoi Ioudaioi"). Many dualisms of this sort are found in other 
contemporary religious writings, like the Dead Sea Scrolls. 
The puzzling thing, from a historical point of view, is why John calls Jesus's 
opponents "the Jews" when he knows that Jesus was a Jew (4:9, 4:20-22), as were his 
disciples (20:19, where they are seen to observe the Sabbath). Furthermore, John's 
fundamental statement concerning Jesus as God incarnate (1:1-18) is modeled on Jewish 
understanding of wisdom, and his Jesus is pictured as apocalyptic Passover lamb, securing 
freedom from the bondage of evil by being "lifted up." 
This is a characteristic pun in John's Greek, where the concept is employed for 
both the crucifixion and the exaltation of Jesus. Jesus's "exaltation" on the cross, that is to 
say, becomes the very means by which he is lifted up to rule in glory with God the Father 
in· ) en, as attested in a Christian reading of Isaiah 52:13 and Psalm 110:1. 
c.•l In another significant bit of wordplay by John, the Jewish high priest Caiaphas 
unwittingly prophesies when he provides the historically most plausible reason for "the 
Jews" to nana Jesus over to the Romans (18:14; 11:50-52): "It would be good that one man 
be put to death instead the people," this because of the social unrest the one man, Jesus, 
would cause during the pilgrimage festival of Passover. The Gospel's word for "instead 
of' also means "on behalf of," or "for the benefit of." So John's Jesus dies for "the people," 
who, it is clear, are Jewish. 
In spite of John's notion that Jesus "is the lamb of God who takes away the 
world's sin" (1:29), and in spite of the Gospel's puns and their implications, the sad fact 
remains, as Samuel Sandmel observed in his book "A Jewish Understanding of the New 
Testament," that "in its utility for later Jew-haters, the Fourth Gospel is pre-eminent among 
the New Testament writings." 
One approach to dealing with the difficulties of John's text has been scholarly. In 
this view, the anti-Jewish sentiments are to be understood in light of their historical 
origins. 
According to John 9:22, Jews in Jerusalem who acknowledged Jesus as messiah 
were expelled from the synagogue. Scholars argue that the Gospel's hostility reflects a late 
first-century family dispute between rabbinical Jews and Christian Jews. 
John's polemic presented a serious problem for Judaism only when it was 
canonized as sacred Scripture and its gentile readers, in a subsequently Christianized 
Roman empire, came to identify with Jesus as non-Jewish. John's embattled community of 
Christian Jews would not have intended to issue a blanket indictment. The Gospel's 
inveighing against "the Jews" can be seen as historically contingent and not normative, in 
the same way that many Christians today do not take as normative New Testament 
statements on slavery or the silence of women in worship gatherings. 
Another suggestion has been to alter Gospel texts radically in new translatic 
intended for use in public worship. This idea has met with little enthusiasm. (As anyoi. . 
heading a worship committee can tell you, there is no sorrow like unto that of the 
liturgical reformer.) 
Yet another approach, related to but more evocative and useful than the first, is 
to update the Gospel by leaving the text intact but interpreting it theologically, reading to 
some degree "against the text." Whether or not they admit it, most if not all biblical 
interpreters do iust this. (A striking current example is the argument that general biblical 
principles of love and inclusion should take priority over specific biblical passages 
apparently condemning homosexuality.) 
When this third approach is taken, by reading John theologically in light of the 
much greater emphasis on Christian sin and forgiveness that Luther found in Paul's 
writings in the New Testament, Bach's "St. John Passion" looks considerably less anti-
Jewish than the Gospel text itself. I do not mean to suggest, however, that Bach's musical 
output is philo-Semitic. (There are clearly anti-Jewish sentiments in his Cantatas Nos. 42 
and 46.) Rather, Bach seems simply to have thought that dwelling on Jews and Judaism 
detracted from the proper application of John's narrative about jesus's sacrificial death. 
Bach's view can be inferred from the strong verbal and musical emphasis he 
places on an essential point of Lutheran theology: that all humans (except Jesus), tainted 
by original sin, are guilty and in need of redemption, German Lutherans most of all, for 
they have had the benefit of a restored Gospel in the vernacular and cannot claim 
ignorance. 
Bach sets John's unaltered Passion narrative to music that in no way palliates 
ugly aspects of the story. When "the Jews" shout out to Pilate, "Away, away with him, 
crucify him!" and when the Jewish leaders exclaim soon after, "We have no king but the 
emperor," Bach delivers positively ferocious music. 
For many composers, story elements like these occasioned still harsher 
commentary. Handel's "Brockes-Passion," for example, says concerning this episode (in 
which Jesus is taken away to be crucified): "Hurry, you besieged souls, leave Achshaph's 
dens of murder, come-where?-to Golgotha! Hurry toward faith's wings; fly-
where?-to the skulls' hilltop; your welfare blossoms there!" (Achshaph was one of the 
cities the Israelites are depicted in the Bible as having wiped out in their conquest of the 
Promised Land of Canaan.) Brockes's apparent moral: "old Israel" should leave its 
murderousness behind and fly to Calvary. 
The version of this poetry found in Bach's "St. John Passion" provides as a )\ 
commentary for the same narrative episode: "Hurry, you besieged souls, leave your de. ~ 
torment; hurry-where?-to Golgotha! Embrace faith's wings .. .. " The concern here is not 
with "the Jews" at all but with Bach's fellow Christian listeners, leaving inner spiritual 
turmoil for the peace of the cross. 
Theology indeed dominates story throughout John's presentation of Jesus's 
mission. What Jesus does seems subordinate to wnat Jesus says. Through ironic 
dialogue with other characters (as with Nicodemus in chapter 3, for examfle) or 
through his great bel canto sohloguies ("I am the Good Shepherd," 10:11;" am the 
Resurrection and the Life," 11:25), Jesus's speech relates tne religious message of 
John's gospel. And that message is most often presented through: antitheses, the 
contrasting of paired ideas: Above/Below; Light/Darkness; Spirit/Flesh; 
Knowledge/Ignorance; Sight/Blindness. On this point, we come to our theme for 
Bach's St. John Passion and, indeed, for Christian traditions about the Crucifixion 
and responsibility for the death of Jesus. "Children of God," stand at the positive 
pole of one contrasting pair; but at the other, clustered with darkness, flesh, and 
ignorance in the lower world, stand the "children of the Devil" (8:44), Jesus's 
opponents, the Ioudaioi: "Jews." 
The term Ioudaioi in Jesus's lifetime and earlier primarily designated an ethnic 
group related to a geographical area: Ioudaioi meant "Judeans," people living in or 
originating from the region of Judea. Implicit in the term was a religious designation. 
People from Judea worshiped the god of the Judeans; just as people from Athens worshiped 
the gods of the Athenians, and so on. A community of faith or a particular religious group 
·'t~ .not the word's primary referent. In the context of John's gospel, for the most part, this 
)ginal meariing still stands. The evangelist depicts people in the north, Galileans and 
even Samaritans, as Jesus's sympathetic hearers (4:45; 7:39); by contrast, the Ioudaioi in the 
south, in Jerusalem and Judea, challenge, taunt, and threaten. 
But by the time Christianity became primarily a Gentile religious movement; by 
the time the gospels were assembled as a collection; and certainly by 312, when Rome in 
the person of Constantine the Emperor became a chief support of the Church, this had 
changed. Ioudaioi (Latin Iudaei) no longer meant "Judeans;" it now meant "Jews." And 
thus the identity of Jesus's opponents in John's Gospel changed too. The residents of Judea 
became "Jews"-any and every Jew, in every place, at any time, who by refusing to 
c;onvert to the Christianity of the new majority was in essence complicit in the death of 
Christ. This teaching was to have a long influence. Not until 1964, during Vatican II, did 
the Roman Church repudiate this construction of Jewish "guilt." 
Scholarship in the last century has increased historians' awareness of the degree 
to which all four New Testament Passion accounts are shaped by the theological and 
literary concerns of their respective authors. Critical comparisons of Matthew, Mark and 
Luke (the three "Synoptic," or "see-together" gospels) reveal telling differences between 
their different versions; comparisons with John only multiply these. Mark and Matthew 
feature two Jewish trials the evening after the seder, and showcase the High Priest's 
charge of blasphemy. Luke has only one Jewish trial, and he drops both the High Priest's 
role and the charge of blasphemy. John has no Jewish trial at all, but simply a brief and 
informal questioning before Annas and then Caiaphas; and the action for him occurs the 
night before the night of the seder: Consideration of these differences serves to underscore 
the Gospels' function as community-building documents. They offer religious 
proclamation, not simple history. 
Modern translators, faced with the Greek text of John, have two choices, neither 
good. To translate Ioudaioi as "Judeans" is truer to the term's meaning in John's lifetime 
and, certainly, in Jesus's; but such a translation cuts the text off from the centuries of 
traditional corrunentary that form its environment of interpretation in subsequent 
Christianity. To translate the word as "Jews" rejoins the text to the Church, but invites 
Ji!~ encourages the sort of anti-Judaic and indeed antisemitic readings that have blighted 
· J bloodied Christian relations to Jews and Judaism from late antiquity to the twentieth 
t:entury. 
Perhafs the best we can do is approach John's text with an educated 
appreciation o its complex history and with a full awareness of its dangers if heard 
uncritically. And perhaps the glorious music that this Gospel inspired can serve as a 
means past its dangers, to a sense of the divine love that John himself insisted was the 
essence of his-and Jesus' s-message. 
Who, then, is held accountable for Jesus's crucifixion in Bach's "St. John 
Passion"? The commentary hymn following on Jesus's being struck by one of the 
attendants of "the Jews" expresses matters fhe most forcibly, its "I, I" referring to Bach's 
Lutheran congregants: "Who has struck you so? ... I, I and my sins, which are as numerous 
as the grains of sand on the seashore; they have caused you the sorrow that strikes you 
and the grievous host of pain." Bach's Passion, in contrast to Handel's, takes the focus 
away from the perfidy of "the Jews" and onto the sins of Christian believers. 
From our vantage point, it is easy to see that Bach's "St. John Passion" by no 
means comes to terms with all ecumenically or socially troubling aspects of the Gospel's 
first-century text. Yet there are significant steps in the right direction. Crucial in tfus 
regard is the work's nonexclusivist commentary on John 19:30, the aria "Mein teurer 
Heiland." With extensive melismas on the word "redemption," the bass soloist asks, 
concerning Jesus's death, "is redemption of all the world here?" and proclaims the answer, 
"yes." 
A heightened awareness of and attentiveness to Bach's setting should give scope 
for seeing, in Hie words of the great religious scholar Jacob Neusner, "the 'St. John Passion' 
as occasion to identify and overcome anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism -a work of aesthetic 
refinement and deep religious sentiment." 
A slightly different version of this essay appeared in the New York Times, Arts & Leisure 
section, April 2, 2000. 
"The Gospel Of John And Christian Antijudaism" 
By PAULA FREDRIKSEN 
One of the surest historical facts we have about Jesus's life is his death. 
Sometime around the year 30, on or near Passover, Jesus was executed by the Roman 
prefect of Judea, Pontius Pilate. The stories about Jesus familiar from the New Testament 
appear to have been written sometime after the year 70, approximately forty years after 
his death, in the wake of the Roman destruction of Jerusalem in the course of the Jewish 
War (circa 66-73). The names by which we know the Gospels-Matthew, Mark, Luke, 
John-were ascribed over the course of the late second century. And the canon as we 
know it only appeared around 200. The passage of time, the growth and development of 
traditions, and two events of momentous consequence-the destruction of the Temple, and 
the demographic shift within the Christian movement from almost exclusively Jewish to 
predominantly Gentile-thus stand between the consolidation of the New Testament 
gospel tradition and the death of Jesus of Nazareth. When assessing these texts as history, 
we need to keep these things in mind. 
The figure of Jesus we meet in the Fourth Gospel stands apart from the Gahlean 
exorcist and teacher presented in Mark, Matthew and Luke. John's Jesus first appears not 
in a manger in Bethlehem, nor by the banks of the River Jordan with the Baptist. He 
stands, rather, "In the Beginning," at the creation of the universe, in the evangelist's 
revisioning of the opening verses of Genesis. 
In the beginning was the Logos, and the Logos was with God, and 
the Logos was God. He was in the beginning with God; through him 
were all things made. Jn 1:1-3 
This divine principle, God's Logos or Word, entered the cosmos that he had made, 
actually becoming flesh and dwelling with humanity in order to bring the power to beer 
children of God to those who receive him (1:10-12, 14). John's prologue establishes all 
major theological themes that contour this Gospel's singular presentation of Jesus. Jesus is 
God's cosmic Word; he is from Above and descends into human history (vv. 10, 14); he 
supersedes both John the Baptist (vv. 6-7) and Moses (v. 17); he is rejected by his own 
people (v. 11); and he is the sole and exclusive way to God the Father, since only he, the 
Son, has seen God (v. 18). 
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